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Jesse Woodson James (September 5, 1847 – April 3, 1882) was an American outlaw, gang leader, bank robber, 
train robber, and murderer from the state of Missouri and the most famous member of the James-Younger Gang. 
Already a celebrity when he was alive, he became a legendary figure of the Wild West after his death. Scholars 
place him in the context of regional insurgencies of ex-Confederates following the American Civil War rather 
than a manifestation of frontier lawlessness or alleged economic justice.

JesseJesse and his brother Frank James were Confederate guerrillas or Bushwhackers during the Civil War. They were 
accused of participating in atrocities committed against Union soldiers, including the Centralia Massacre. After 
the war, as members of various gangs of outlaws, they robbed banks, stagecoaches, and trains. Despite popular 
portrayals of James as an embodiment of Robin Hood, robbing from the rich and giving to the poor, there is no 
evidence that he and his gang shared their loot from the robberies they committed.

TheThe James brothers were most active with their gang from about 1866 until 1876, when their attempted robbery 
of a bank in Northfield, Minnesota resulted in the capture or deaths of several gang members. They continued in 
crime for several years, recruiting new members, but were under increasing pressure from law enforcement. On 
April 3, 1882, Jesse James was killed by a member of his own gang, Robert Ford, who hoped to collect a reward 
on James' head.

JesseJesse James did not become famous, however, until December 7, 1869, when he and (most likely) Frank robbed 
the Daviess County Savings Association in Gallatin, Missouri. The robbery netted little money, but it appears that 
Jesse shot and killed the cashier, Captain John Sheets, mistakenly believing him to be Samuel P. Cox, the militia 
officer who had killed "Bloody Bill" Anderson during the Civil War. Cox had earlier been a partner of the firm 
Ballinger, Cox & Kemper with Gallatin businessman J.M. Kemper whose son William Thornton Kemper, Sr. 
went on to found two of the largest banks headquartered in Missouri but the business relationship had dissolved 
byby the time of the robbery. James's self-proclaimed attempt at revenge, and the daring escape he and Frank made 
through the middle of a posse shortly afterward, put his name in the newspapers for the first time.  An 1882 histo-
ry of Daviess County said, "The history of Daviess County has no blacker crime in its pages than the murder of 
John W. Sheets."

The 1869 robbery marked the emergence of Jesse James as the most famous of the former guerrillas and the first 
time he was publicly labeled an "outlaw," as Missouri Governor Thomas T. Crittenden set a reward for his cap-
ture.  This was the beginning of an alliance between James and John Newman Edwards, editor and founder of the 
Kansas City Times. Edwards, a former Confederate cavalryman, was campaigning to return former secessionists 
to power in Missouri. Six months after the Gallatin robbery, Edwards published the first of many letters from 
Jesse James to the public, asserting his innocence. Over time, the letters gradually became more political in tone, 
denouncingdenouncing the Republicans and voicing James' pride in his Confederate loyalties. Together with Edwards's ad-
miring editorials, the letters turned James into a symbol of Confederate defiance of Reconstruction. Jesse James's 
initiative in creating his rising public profile is debated by historians and biographers, though the tense politics 
certainly surrounded his outlaw career and enhanced his notoriety.
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